Immunological monitoring in workers occupationally exposed to asbestos.
Occupational exposure to asbestos is strongly associated with pulmonary diseases, cancer and immunotoxic effects. Both systemic and local immunity may play an important role in the pathogenesis of these events. Immune cells appear to be influenced by asbestos exposure, either through direct effects or as a result of the host's protective response to exposure. In this study several immune system parameters were assessed in workers (n = 61) with at least 5 years' exposure to asbestos at an industrial plant. Workers exposed to asbestos fibres had significantly increased levels of immunoglobulin E and concentrations of interleukin-6 and -8 in comparison with two sets of controls (in-plant and town control groups). The levels of soluble adhesion molecule ICAM-1 were higher in the exposed group compared to the town control group. Significantly increased levels of IgA were found in asbestos-exposed group in comparison to the town control. Evaluation of the expression of adhesion molecules on lymphocytes, monocytes and granulocytes by flow cytometry showed significant increases in the class of selectins CD62L on monocytes and granulocytes. Moreover, significantly increased expression of markers CD69 and CD66b on eosinophils was found among workers exposed to asbestos. In conclusion, exposure to asbestos fibres was found to have several effects on immune system. Alterations of these immune parameters may indicate hypersensitivity (increased levels of IgE, increased expression of activation markers CD66b and CD69 on eosinophils) and an elevated inflammatory status (increased levels of interleukins--IL-6, IL-8) in exposed workers.